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The Anguish of 
Reliving the 
Martin Luther King 
Drama 



By JOHN M.WILSON 

(‘rat was as if someone hit me in the 
II stomach. I folded. It was shock, 
|| and I couldn’t get it together in 
H my head. I was sick . . . for 
|§j weeks . .' . for months.” Cicely . 
™ Tyson was remembering her 
reaction to the news of the assassination 
on April 4, 1968, of the Rev. Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. Recently the actress re- 
lived those ‘painful memories in the 
course of filming “King.” Miss Tyson 
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plays Coretta Scott King and Paul Win- 
field co-stars as the late civil-rights 
leader in the three-part made-for-TV 
movie which will be presented tonight, 
tomorrow and Tuesday from 9 to 11 
P.M. on NBC. : . 

Miss Tyson and Mr. Winfield envision 
an audience response to “King” 
stronger than that of “Roots,” which 
last year drew the largest TV audience 
in history. Mr. Winfield said he expected 
the film to “straighten out the jumbled 
• history” of the civil-rights struggle and 
to attract a broad audience of blacks 
and whites alike. 

In a joint interview they said they ap- 
proached their characterizations from 
- different .emotional perspectives. Mr. 



Winfield’s primary allegiance had been 
with Malcolm X, the militant black 
separatist. “I must say, 1 was less: 
moved by Dr. King’s death,” Mr. Win- 
field said frankly. “I was personally; 
much more upset by the death of Mal-i 
colm X.” Yet the filming of “King” 
proved in the end to be a deeply personal 
experience, he added. 

Mr. Winfield prepared for the role by 
studying a number of films and home 
movies of Dr. King and by talking with 
former King staff members. He was 
surprised to find that, as vivid as their 
impressions were, each saw Dr. King in 
a very personal way. “Nearly everyone 
had a very different impression— I 
mean, directly opposed.” 

“1 chose to portray his more human 
frailties,” said Mr. .Winfield, “or at 
least, more human qualities. They are 
important in illuminating the story — to 
show how incredible pressures were put 
upon him, how he reacted, and was still 
able todo what he did.” 



Mr. Winfield’s resemblance to Dr. 
King, particularly during scenes of fa- 
mous orations and other episodes 
burned into public memory by newsreel 
coverage, may seem striking. Yet he 
said he avoided a conscious impersona- 
tion, although he did put on 30 pounds for 
the role. “It’s impossible to do the man 
justice — his deep, rich baritone voicd 

brilliant just from an acting point of: 
view. I couldn’t have done it. Dr. King’s 
father said to me, ‘There was only one 
Martin.’ As an actor, I. had to be free to) 
expand here, add there.” 

Mr. Winfield’s approach was’ 
“technical,” while Miss Tyson realized, 
she could not “divorce the kind of emo-t 
tions I felt as a result of what happened" 
in the 1960’s. I think I was able to chan- 
nel my feelings into the problems Cof 
retta faced during those, difficult 
years.” Miss Tyson retraced the route 
of the Selma march, visited -a church 
that had been bombed, and spent 
several ' days with Mrs. ' King ( 
“discussing her life with him, her feel- 
ings.” She used padding to approximate^ 
Mrs. King’s figure and insisted on light- ; 
ening her skin tone “because the differ- : 
ence between light and dark skin was so , 
significant in the 1950’s.” t j 

“I wanted to capture the aura of the 
woman. To the public, she appears to be 
a very calm, controlled lady. I wanted to 
know what was behind that.. It was re- 
warding for me fo see her human side— r 
to see her yell at her kids once in awhile* 1 
or go into the kitchen and pick up a pot , 
or wash a dish.” Indeed, “King” shows 
a Coretta King who was primarily a 
homemaker, kept away from the danger- 
that always surrounded her husband in , 
public. Yet she remained “a woman of 
tremendous control,” Miss Tyson said: : 
“I asked Yoki [her oldest daughter, Yo- 
landa] if she’d ever seen her mother 
cry, and she said she thinks she did— 




